NINETY     SIX                                    595
more accustomed to my surroundings, made out figures on the grounc
near the gate and at the foot of the stockade on either side. At first I
thought there were a dozen thick shadows; then I saw more and
more, more and more, sprawled full length, waiting.
" Any other orders ? " I asked French.
" No," he said. "Just lie down here, where I can find you if I
want you." He moved away.
One of the dark figures, breathing heavily, flopped itself over beside
me. ItwasBuell. I felt the movement of his lips against my ear. "I
hadn't meant to go out with these fellers, Oliver ; but when the colonel
said he'd let 'ern drink at the spring before they raided the rebels, I
told him he could pay me for the gun platform and the spears by
letting me go too.53
He moved convulsively. " There ain't anything I wouldn't do for
water, Oliver ! If we reach the spring, I'd stay there the rest of the
night if it wasn't for missing the rebels."
I could hear his tongue, gummy like mine, trying to moisten his
dry lips.
" Whose plan is this ? " I asked.
" It ain't a bad one, is it ? " Buell asked smugly. " It's simple,
and there ain't any reason it won't work, if we don't suck water like
cows when we get to the spring. That's all I'm afraid of.'*
" Is it yours ? " I asked.
" Mine and Cruger's," Buell whispered. " Ain't it a godsend to
have Cruger in command ? Instead of getting insulted when you give
him an idea, the way an Englishman would, he takes your idea and
puts frills on it. When I told him we could rub soot on ourselves and
not be seen at night, he said, 6 That's a good idea, Buell! Round up
all the light-coloured negroes in town and set 'em to digging the well.
I'll use the black ones at night, without any clothes on, and you won't
be able to tell 'em from old stumps.' "
From the far side of the ravine, high up, came stabs of flame and
the sharp crackling of rifle fire. At the same moment, from the Star
Redoubt on the other side of the town, we heard the roaring of our
own three-pounders.
" That's the signal/3 Buell said. He reached for my hand and shook
it. " We're going out first, and then the negroes. The way I figure,
the water buckets ought to get back here eight minutes after the first
negro goes out."
He got to his feet and walked to the gate.
I crawled a little way after him. Against the velvety starlit sky, I
saw dark figures moving through the gateway. When they were no
longer outlined against the stars, they were wholly gone.
I was conscious of negroes rising to their feet all around me, dozens